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Thessalonians 2:9-13

Do you remember the days when Transactional Analysis was all the rage?  The most popular book containing the theory was "I'm OK; You're OK".    There were lots of take offs on that as spoofs....I'm OK, You `re So So,   I'm OK;  but the jury is still out on you.  Transactional theory states that within each one of us, there is parent, adult, and child.   You know when you hear someone say ``get in touch with your inner child``....sometimes we think and act and feel like a child, sometimes a parent, and sometimes an adult. When we interact with others, we do so from any one of those 3 perspectives, depending on the situation.


We hear a lot about the sandwich generation these days.  Some of you adults are parents, but the roles have changed between you and your own parents and you are taking care of them.  There you are in the middle, a parent to your children and a parent to your own parents.  In some cases your children are adults, and obviously your parents are adults, but you are called to fill the parental role with both from time to time.  Some of us have adult friends with whom we can be very silly and playful and childlike, at least some of the time.  Most of us move rather seamlessly from adult to parent to child in our language and behaviour and attitude as the circumstances call for it.

          When you think of today's passage, keep in mind that Paul was ministering to adults here.  I wonder, if when you heard today's passage being read, you thought that it sounded quite paternalistic.  Paul is certainly in a teaching, authoritative, nurturing role with these people.  For the teaching and witnessing he is doing, he is in  a paternalistic role.  In fact, Paul himself reminds the Thessalonians that  `we dealt with each one of you like a father with his children, urging and encouraging you and pleading that you lead a life worthy of God.  


Paul goes on to say that he and his cohorts gave, and the Thessalonians received. They were all adults, but the dynamic was certainly parent-child.

The parent.....urging, encouraging, pleading.....that the child might learn well and make good choices....decisions to live a life worthy of God...the ultimate parent...the one who calls us to be His own.


Under other circumstances, the dynamic between Paul and those to whom he preached and taught might have been different.  Consider for example if a family were to invite Paul or his cohorts to their home for a meal or to stay the night.  Paul would be the guest, the family the host.  It is the home of the family....they own it, they make decisions about it, and they are in charge.  Inviting Paul into their home changes the dynamic.  The host becomes the parent, inviting Paul to sit at a particular spot at the table, supplying him with food and drink, and later showing him where he might sleep for the night.  The following day, as the teaching begins again, Paul and his host switch roles again.  So how does this apply to you as worshipper?
         I was speaking to a friend at swim practice on Thursday and he was telling me why he goes to church.  He goes for a variety of reasons.   He goes because it is a time set apart from the rest of his life.  He goes for the fellowship, the quiet, the prayer, the music, the message......a combination of all of that.  You probably attend church for a variety of reasons too.


   But there is also something else at work here.  My friend clearly goes to receive.....he goes to get what he needs from the experience and all its component parts.  He is clearly in a receptive posture.  He wants to get his tank re-filled to get him  through the week ahead.

        That is not the case with everyone.  Some people go because they want to contribute.  They want to participate.  The obvious ways is by dedicating time and talent and energy to teaching Sunday School, or participating in the leading of worship or music or by preparing the church facility.   Some want to contribute by bringing themselves and their expectations to the worship experience and to God.  They want to bring their adoration, their praise, their thanksgiving.  They are coming longing to participate spiritually, worshipfully...to enter in.  They want to bring their thoughts, their hopes and dreams, the circumstances of their lives to God in worship to lay all of that before God.  Some people make themselves spiritually and emotionally available to God.   Some people come with an attitude that they are bringing something.


Consider the Christmas Carol which we will be singing before too long, "O Come let us adore Him", that is about more than just the baby in the manger.  All sorts of our music talks about coming before the Lord- entering His gates with thanksgiving in our hearts and with praise.  That is about participating actively, bringing something to worship. It is about arriving for worship with a sense of anticipation for an opportunity to engage, to adore, and to participate.  Receiving is a certain by product of giving, of contributing, but for some, it is not the motivating force.  

       So where are you in all of this?  I want you to think about this notion of parent, adult, child, and I want you to think about being in an attitude of receiving or contributing.  And I want you to consider all of this in terms of your spiritual life.    

        Do you think, even in a most basic way, that you are in a position to teach someone something about the faith, or the Bible, or the spiritual journey?  Do you know even a tiny bit, that you can pass on to anyone else about what you have learned along the way, anything that has helped you to grow spiritually?  What is it that you believe about the nature of God, or Jesus or the Holy Spirit or sin or forgiveness?  Are you able to talk about any of that with anyone?  All of this comes under the heading of parent, teacher, contributor.


If you are comfortable being in the role of a sponge, soaking up teachings, listening to the words of a song and reflecting on what that means, considering the words you have just heard as the Bible was read or the sermon was preached, and you are taking that in, with an open mind, wanting to hold that up to the light to see how it is you can understand or appreciate it, that is more childlike, the role of the learner, receiving.


I was in a situation not long ago, where a person had arrived at an event to learn.  Yet by everything he said, learning was the last thin on his mind.  His head was so full of his own agenda and busyness that he was incapable of listening, of taking anything in.  All he wanted to do was tell his story, and spew out all he believed.  There was no openness to possibility.  There was no ability to reflect and consider.  All he could do was get himself deeper and deeper entrenched in what he believed to be true and he was not open to new ways of looking at any of this.  He arrived at the group under the guise of learner, student, receiver, but the reality was anything but.


When you come to church, what is your attitude....learner, child of God, potential recipient, or teacher, contributor, parent?

There needs to be both teacher-parent and student-child within us all.

Consider the image of a continuum for a moment. 

I like to paint.  For many years I have taken many classes from very capable painters and teachers.   I have practiced lots.   I have become a fairly competent painter.  I have taught painting classes.   I am on this unending continuum of learner and teacher.  Sometimes receiver, sometimes contributor depending on the circumstances.  The journey of learning is endless.  If I stay completely in the role and attitude of parent-teacher, I am not as available to be learning.
If I stay completely in the role of child-student, I am not so open to claiming and sharing what I already know.   I am in the receiving mode..


Let's translate this to our Christian life.  I want to suggest that the same can be said,  that we are on a continuum, that the journey never ends.  That we are students and teachers, children and parents, receivers and contributors indefinitely.  


Consider this...  if you do not know that there is  an Old Testament, which is basically, life  before  Jesus, and a New Testament,  if you have never heard of  God the Father, God the Son, and God the  Holy Spirit, then you are at the beginning end of the continuum of the Christian Spiritual life.  If you already know that, you are not at the beginning end.  If you have spent considerable time studying the Bible, doing some theological reflection on the songs we sing, the words we pray, and the messages we hear, then you are further along the continuum.  If you like to engage in discussion with others about spiritual, religious, or Biblical ideas, if you seek out and or experience a sense of closeness with the spiritual presence of God, then you have moved further along the continuum.  But it is a continuum that is unending.....we can never know, discuss, learn, experience, or contribute enough.  There is a beginning, but there is no end.

    The point is, that wherever you are on that continuum of your spiritual life, you not only have the opportunity, you have the obligation to be both parent and child, teacher and learner, receiver and contributor.  


Paul declares to the Thessalonians, `we constantly  give thanks to God for this, that when you received the word of God that you heard from us, you accepted it not as a human word but as what it really is, God's word, which is also at work in you believers.    

        Acceptance is another fluid word....an action word....there is an on- goingness to it, a growing.  We accept God's word,  perhaps at first we accept it in our head, and then in our heart,  but overtime it takes root, and that rootedness grows, and becomes more stable over time with experience and in an environment of Christian nurture.  As Christians, wherever we are on the continuum, there is something we can teach, there is someone we can nurture, and there is also always someone who can teach us, and always something we can learn.


Paul was both a parent and a child, a teacher and a learner, a giver and a receiver.  Depending on the circumstance, depending on those present, he assumed the role.  Always open to learning more about the Word, the nature, and the experience of God.  Always open to sharing it with others.


There are some people in some congregations who arrive, and cross their arms, and say at least to themselves, come on, convince me, I dare you.  Some come to worship and they say, at least to themselves, ``I refuse to sing that song....what a bunch of malarkey....that is just nonsense.`  


And there are others who come saying, "Lord I believe, help my unbelief".     Some come saying Lord, here I am, teach me, love me, send me.  Some come saying, Lord forgive me, surround me with your love, enfold me in your love.  Still others come saying, `Lord I bring you my praise, my love, my heart. ` And many others come saying all sorts of other things.

     What is it that you say?
Amen 
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